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Steps for online trial with landlords
The Behavioural Insights Team (BIT) worked with the 
Centre for Homelessness Impact (CHI) and the National 
Residential Landlord Association (NRLA) to test 
interventions to encourage private landlords to rent to 
people receiving Universal Credit (UC). 

We ran two simulated randomised controlled trials with 
nearly 2800 landlords from the NRLA looking at the 
following questions: 

● Does disclosing additional information about the 
tenant increase landlord willingness to continue 
with the application of someone receiving UC?

● Which Local Authority (LA) incentives or support 
programmes are most effective at increasing 
landlord willingness to rent to someone receiving 
UC? 

We believe these trials to be the first behavioural 
experiments with landlords in the country. 2

What did we do?

Step 2: Scenario 

Step 3: Intervention

Step 1: Recruitment

Step 4: Questions

Landlord participants are introduced to a scenario 
where they are advertising an affordable property.

Participants are randomised into groups that each 
see a different email exchange between them (the 
landlord) and a prospective tenant or a LA.

NRLA emails members inviting them to participate by 
sending them a link to the online trial. 

Participants state if they wish to continue with the 
tenant's application. They then enter into to the 
second trial (repeating steps 2-4).

Control Intervention 1 Intervention 2 Intervention 3



The Private Rented Sector has a role to play in housing 
people experiencing homelessness

England Scotland Wales

No. of PRS properties ~5,000,0001 ~340,0002 ~200,0003

No. of homeless households ~288,0004

Prevention + Relief duty
~31,0005 ~22,0006

Share of homeless 
households placed in 
permanent PRS 
accommodation

36% / 22%4
Prevention / Relief duty

~5%5
Relief duty

40% / 33%7
Prevention / Relief duty

1) Rugg & Rhodes (2018) 2) Scottish Household Survey 2019 (2020); 3) Rent Smart Wales (2020); 4) MHCLG  (2020); 5) Scottish Government (2020); 6) Welsh Gov (2020); 7) 
StatsWales (2019); 8) BBC (2019); 9) Edinburgh City Council (2019)

The Private Rented Sector (PRS) 
plays a significant role in housing 
those who are experiencing 
homelessness. Housing people 
experiencing homelessness in 
the PRS is becoming increasingly 
important, as the social housing 
sector has been unable to keep 
up with demand.8 

While the PRS plays a larger role 
in housing homeless households 
in England and Wales than in 
Scotland, the PRS is increasingly 
important in Scotland's larger 
cities.9 
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Private Rented Sector size & role in relieving homelessness

Prevention duty: 1 in 3 people in 
England are prevented from 
becoming homeless by finding a 
home in the PRS; this rises to 2 in 5 
in Wales

Relief duty: 1 in 5 people experiencing 
homelessness  in England end up being 
housed in the PRS; this rises to 1 in 3 in 
Wales

http://www.nationwidefoundation.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Private-Rented-Sector-report.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-household-survey-2019-annual-report/pages/4/
https://www.rentsmart.gov.wales/Uploads/Downloads/00/00/01/05/DownloadFileEN_FILE/Monthly-Statistics-October-2020.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/923123/Annual_Statutory_Homelessness_Release_2019-20.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/publications/homelessness-scotland-2019-2020/
https://gov.wales/homelessness-april-2019-march-2020
https://statswales.gov.wales/Catalogue/Housing/Homelessness/Statutory-Homelessness-Prevention-and-Relief/all-cases-where-positive-action-succeeded-in-preventing-relieving-homelessness
http://news.files.bbci.co.uk/include/newsspec/pdfs/bbc-briefing-housing-newsspec-26534.pdf
https://democracy.edinburgh.gov.uk/documents/s5639/V2%20-%20Strategic%20Approach%20to%20Private%20Rented%20Sector.pdf


Many people experiencing homelessness receive 
benefits; this has increased due to COVID-19

Many households experiencing homelessness receive some 
form of government benefit.1 Given that landlords are 
hesitant to rent to people who receive benefits, this may be 
acting as a barrier to people experiencing homelessess 
accessing housing in the PRS. 

COVID-19 is likely to compound this issue further, as the 
number of people claiming benefits through UC rose by 2.7 
million between March and October 2020, an increase of 
90%.2 Organisations such as Generation Rent, an advocacy 
organisation for PRS tenants, have warned that hundreds of 
thousands are falling behind on paying rent: tenants in the 
PRS were more likely than homeowners to suffer a loss of 
income during the pandemic, meaning many have fallen 
behind on rent payments.3

1) Crisis (2015); Note that it is not possible to get an exact estimate of the share of people presenting as homeless who receive housing benefit or other benefits, as 
this is not currently reported; 2) DWP (2020); 3) Generation Rent (2020)

2
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https://scvo.org/policy/evidence-library/2015-homeless-peoples-experiences-of-welfare-conditionality-and-benefit-sanctions
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/universal-credit-statistics-29-april-2013-to-8-october-2020/universal-credit-statistics-29-april-2013-to-8-october-2020#main-stories
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/npto/pages/7372/attachments/original/1593549468/Gen_Rent_Recovery_plan_for_renters_July2020.pdf?1593549468


Private landlords are hesitant to let to people who 
receive benefits  

English Private Landlord Survey (2018)
According to the latest English Private Landlord Survey, half of PRS 
landlords in England say they are unwilling to rent to 
households that receive housing benefits or universal credit 
(UC).1 

While there are certainly structural reasons for this, such as the Local 
Housing Allowance (LHA) rate historically not covering the targeted 
30th percentile of the PRS,* there are indications that some of the 
drivers for this may also be behavioural: research by the Bureau of 
Investigative Journalism found that half of landlords with a property 
affordable at the LHA rate refused to let to a single mother who 
received housing benefits.2 

This research indicates that landlords and letting agents may hold 
beliefs and preconceptions about households who receive housing 
benefits that are not related to affordability alone. 

*Local Housing Allowance is monetary amount that a person who lives in the PRS and qualifies for housing benefits receives to cover their housing costs. Prior to the Government 
re-targeting the LHA rate to the 30th percentile as part of it's COVID-19 response, less than 15 per cent of accomodation was affordable at the LHA rate in most regions (Chartered 
Institute of Housing, 2019). See Annex D for an overview of UC.
1) MHCLG (2019); 2) Bureau of Investigative Journalism (2019) 13

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/the-chancellor-rishi-sunak-provides-an-updated-statement-on-coronavirus
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/the-chancellor-rishi-sunak-provides-an-updated-statement-on-coronavirus
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/english-private-landlord-survey-2018-main-report
https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/stories/2019-10-04/locked-out-how-britain-keeps-people-homeless


Interventions and trial findings
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Intervention 
idea

Provide additional information* about 
prospective tenant who receives UC to see if it 
increase a landlord's willingness of continue with 
the tenant's application in a fictional rental  
scenario. Attachments included:
● A pre-tenancy training course certificate
● A budget planner
● A leaflet on alternative payment arrangements

Offer incentives* to the landlord to see what works 
to encourage them to rent to a prospective tenant 
who is being supported by a LA housing team. 
Incentives included: 
● £1000 cash upfront 
● Rent guarantee 
● Deposit bond 
● Landlord liaison officer 

Touchpoint

Barriers 
targeted

● Previous bad experience 
● Fear of bad experience
● Understanding of UC

● High demand for affordable lets
● Support from LA
● Fear of bad experience

Selecting 
a tenant 
through 
open 
search

Selecting 
a tenant 
through 
the LA

Trial 1: What to disclose Trial 2: What support is effective

We ran two online trials with scenarios targeting interventions 
for both an open and LA-assisted tenant search 

*We selected informational attachments and incentives that LAs commonly use (see Annexes A & B)



Half of the landlords who participated in our trials had 
experience renting to tenants who received UC

We recruited 2,798 landlords who were registered 
with the NRLA to participate in our trials. 

Our participants were about equally male and 
female, had many years of experience with being 
a landlord (63.4% of the sample had 10+ years of 
experience), and had properties across all 
regions of England and Wales (though only a 
small minority have properties in Scotland or 
Northern Ireland). Only 18.7% of participants said 
that they owned a property under the LHA rate, 
though 32.6% didn’t know. Moreover, 51.9% of 
our participants had experience with tenants 
receiving UC and 17.8% said they had worked 
with an LA to find a tenant
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Profile of the landlords in our trials

Years of 
experience

37% 63%

Own property 
under LHA rate

49% 19%

Rented to 
tenants who 
receive UC

48% 52%

Worked with LA 
to find a tenant

82% 18%

0-10 years 10+ years

No Yes

No Yes

No Yes

Half of the 
landlords in 
our trials had 
rented to a 
tenant who 
received UC



In both of our trials, average willingness to rent to people 
receiving UC was low (on average 'somewhat unlikely' 
across interventions). 

The scenarios we presented in our trials were designed 
either to be affordable at the LHA rate or to compensate 
landlords for renting at a below market rent. This 
demonstrates that a tenant's ability to afford rent is not the 
only barrier to overcome in encouraging landlords to rent to 
people who receive UC. 

Our findings imply that higher LHA rates are not enough 
on their own to increase the supply of private lets  
accessible to people receiving UC. Policy makers and 
homelessness services should consider additional 
programmes (such as combining financial incentives and 
skills building), as well as  structural changes to UC to 
encourage landlords to rent to people receiving UC.
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Across both trials, average willingness to rent to people 
receiving UC was low across interventions

Average willingness to 
rent to someone 
receiving UC did not 
go above 'neutral' in 
any of our 
interventions

7: Very likely

6: Likely

5: Somewhat likely

4: Neutral

3: Somewhat unlikely

2: Unlikely

1: Very unlikely

Range of 
post-intervention 

averages

Average willingness to rent to someone on UC 
across intervention arms in the two trials



Findings from Trial 1: 
What to disclose
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In this trial, landlords were presented with a scenario in which 
a prospective tenant is applying for a one bedroom property. 
The property's rent was equal to the housing benefit payment 
that the prospective tenant was receiving. Landlords were 
randomly sorted in four groups where they were presented a 
similar email tenancy application but with different 
attachments: 

● Control: No attachment
● Pre-tenancy training: Certificate of completion & 

schedule for a tenancy skills programme
● Budget planner: Table of income & expenditure  
● Alternative payment arrangement (APA) leaflet: 

Information about APA (where housing benefit can be 
transferred directly to the landlord)

None of our intervention arms significantly increased 
landlord willingness to rent to a person receiving UC. 

Adding additional information did not increase 
landlord  willingness to continue with the tenancy 
application of a person receiving UC (no intervention 
was significantly higher than the control)

See Annex A for an overview of our trial design and intervention materials

Giving landlords additional information about a prospective 
tenant did not increase willingness to rent to them

Average likelihood of continuing 
with application by intervention arm
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Effectiveness of interventions at changing landlord 
expectations of the prospective tenant

Measured on a 1-7 scale from very unlikely to very likely

In the trial, landlords answered questions about their 
expectations of the prospective tenant's behaviour. The 
interventions we tested improved landlord expectations in 
the following ways: 

● Responsiveness: larger improvement (0.4 points on 
1-7 scale) for pre-tenancy training & budget planner;

● Care: smaller improvement (0.2 points) for 
pre-tenancy training & budget planner;  

● Missed payments: smaller improvement (0.2 points) 
for APA leaflet

These shifts in landlord expectations about the prospective 
tenant did not result in landlords being more willing to rent to 
a tenant receiving UC, as shown by our overall null result for 
the trial. This suggests that either we did not shift 
expectations enough, or that other factors are influencing 
landlord decisions (for example, competition from other 
prospective tenants.)

Changing landlord expectations about tenant behaviour is 
not enough to encourage them to rent to UC recipients

Pre-tenancy training & budget planner caused a larger 
increase in perceived tenant responsiveness 

Question Control Training Budget APA
Responsiveness 
How likely is that they'd get 
in touch with you if he/she 
struggles to pay the rent?

4.08 4.50** 4.44** 4.13 

Care
How likely is it that they'd 
take adequate care of the 
property?

4.47 4.68** 4.66* 4.41

Missed payments
How likely do you think it is 
that Mark would miss or be 
late on rent payments?

4.61 4.51 4.58 4.44*



Findings from Trial 2: 
What support is effective
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In this trial, landlords saw a fictional email 
from a LA housing team asking about the 
landlord's willingness to rent below asking 
rent at the LHA rate to a tenant receiving UC 
(the baseline offer). Landlords then saw a 
second fictional email, offering the landlord 
an incentive to accept the same tenant (the 
offer with incentive). Landlords were 
randomly shown one of four incentives.

Offering cash upfront or a rent guarantee 
both resulted in larger increases in 
accepting the offer (0.8 points on 1-7 
scale). Offering a deposit bond or a liaison 
officer resulted in increases less than half as 
large (0.3 points).
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Damage deposit & liaison 
officer were significantly less 
effective than cash upfront

Offering landlords £1000 cash or a rent guarantee were the 
most effective at encouraging them to rent to the tenant

Rent guarantee 
was as effective 
as cash upfront

See Annex B for an overview of our trial design and 
intervention materials

Average change in likelihood of accepting the offer
Average likelihood at baseline & after incentive offer

Likelihood from baseline to 
incentive offer increased 
across all groups
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Effectiveness of interventions at changing landlord 
expectations of the prospective tenant 

Measured on a 1-7 scale from very unlikely to very likely

Landlords also answered questions about their 
expectations of the prospective tenant's and the LA's, 
behaviour (see table to the left). We found that the two 
most effective interventions also shifted landlord 
expectations: 

● Offering a rent guarantee had a larger impact on 
landlords' expectations of missed or late rent 
payments (0.5-0.6 points on 1-7 scale); and

● Offering cash upfront had a smaller impact on 
expected profit (0.3-0.5 points on 1-7 scale).

The fact that significant shifts in missed or late 
payments and expected profits were associated with 
significant shifts in the likelihood to accept the council's 
offer suggests that expectations for getting rent paid on 
time and making profit are key considerations in 
tenancy decisions. 

Cash upfront & rent guarantee increased expectations for 
profit and paying rent on time

Question Cash Rent Bond Officer
Responsiveness 
How likely is it that the 
council would reply to your 
emails promptly?

3.53 3.58 3.43 3.43

Profit±
How much profit would you 
expect to make on this 
tenancy?

2.97 2.65** 2.44** 2.53**

Rent payments
How likely do you think you 
would be to experience miss 
or be late on rent payments?

4.62 4.07** 4.7 4.65

± 1-7 scale from far below average to far above average

Cash upfront increased expected profit & rent guarantee 
reduced expected missed or late rent payments
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Effectiveness of interventions at changing landlord 
expectations of the prospective tenant 

Measured on a 1-7 likert scale from very unlikely to very likely

We had expected that the offer of support from a 
landlord liaison officer would increase expectations 
of LA responsiveness, but this was not the case. 
While we do not know why, possible reasons 
include:

● Landlords did not believe the liaison officer 
would be responsive; 

● The description we included in the trial was 
not clear enough; or 

● Landlords assumed that an LA that offers 
financial incentives would be responsive to 
landlord needs in other areas as well (such 
as communication). 

Our findings suggest that a single point of contact 
is not the most effective marketing tool for 
encouraging landlords to work with an LA.

Offering a landlord liaison officer as a single point of contact 
did not increase expectations of LA responsiveness

Question Cash Rent Bond Officer
Responsiveness 
How likely is it that the 
council would reply to your 
emails promptly?

3.53 3.58 3.43 3.43

Profit±
How much profit would you 
expect to make on this 
tenancy?

2.97 2.65** 2.44** 2.53**

Rent payments
How likely do you think you 
would be to experience miss 
or be late on rent payments?

4.62 4.07** 4.7 4.65

± 1-7 scale from far below average to far above average

Offer of 
landlord 
liaison 
officer did 
not impact 
expected 
LA 
responsiv-
eness



Participants in this trial were randomly split into two 
subgroups:

● Smaller rent gap: £50 gap between LHA rate 
and monthly rent 

● Larger rent gap: £200 gap between LHA rate 
and monthly rent

The results in each of these groups followed the 
same pattern as in the whole-sample analysis: cash 
upfront and rent guarantee were the most effective. 
However the effects of the incentives were much 
larger for the smaller rent gap. This finding (that 
incentives are more effective when the gap between 
market rent and the LHA rate is smaller) emphasises 
the importance of keeping the LHA rate in line with 
market rents. Failure to do so will result in LA 
incentive programmes being less effective.
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LA-offered incentives were more effective if the gap between 
the LHA rate and market rent was smaller

Average change in likelihood of accepting the offer
Average likelihood at baseline & after incentive offer

Incentives were more effective 
(difference between baseline & 
incentive was larger) when the 
gap between LHA rate and 
market rent was smaller



Conclusions & 
Recommendations
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£
Affordability is not the only barrier. In both of our trials, average willingness to rent to people receiving UC was 
low, even though scenarios were designed to be affordable. This demonstrates that a tenant's ability to afford rent is 
not the only barrier to overcome in encouraging landlords to rent to people who receive UC.

↔
The 'how' of a rent guarantee matters. We found that informing landlords about Alternative Payment 
Arrangements are not an effective way to reassure them that they will get paid rent on time. A rent guarantee 
backed by a LA, on the other hand, was more effective.

⃠
Commonly-used programmes may have little impact. Sharing proof of attending pre-tenancy training or a 
completing a budget planner did not change landlord rental decisions. Offering a damage deposit bond or a single 
point of contact for landlords had only a small impact on willingness to rent. 

↗
↗

Incentives go further if LHA keeps up with the market. Incentives were more effective when the gap between 
market rent and the LHA rate was smaller. If LHA rates are not aligned with market rents, LA incentive programmes 
may be less effective at encouraging landlords to rent to people receiving UC. 
UC-experienced landlords are more likely to proceed. Landlords who had experience with renting to tenants 
receiving UC were more more likely to continue with the application compared to those without experience. While 
this is not necessarily a causal relationship, LAs can use these insights to target the landlords they reach out to. 
Next step is to understand cost effectiveness. Offering landlords cash upfront or a rent guarantee were the most 
effective at increasing landlord willingness to rent at the LHA rate. Understanding cost per tenancy will help LAs 
decide which incentives and programmes are right for them.

Conclusions 



£
Testing cash upfront and rent guarantees. Offering landlords cash upfront or a rent guarantee were the most 
effective at increasing landlord willingness to rent at the LHA rate. Understanding cost per tenancy will help LAs 
decide which incentives and programmes are right for them.

⃠
Understand other impacts of commonly-used programmes. Attending pre-tenancy training, completing a 
budget planner, offering a damage deposit bond or a single point of contact for landlords had only a small or no 
impacts on willingness to rent. Yet, these are still commonly used programmes which may have other impacts.

Support LAs to use findings to inform their decisions. We are seeking opportunities to support LAs utilise these 
findings to adapt the interventions they are putting in place, and test further the cost-effectiveness of these different 
approaches to support people into the PRS. 
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Next steps


